Abnormal eating attitudes and body image in older undernourished individuals.
An anorexia nervosa-like syndrome has been reported in older persons. To gain additional insight into this condition, a questionnaire designed to assess the severity of eating disorders (the EAT-26) was administered to 183 male outpatients. Thirty-four subjects were found to be undernourished by midarm circumference measurement and 21 by weight adjusted for age-sex-height. Approximately 60% of malnourished subjects acknowledged inappropriate self-control around food, up to 26% described other unsuitable eating attitudes, and 3% to 52% evidenced various forms of distorted body image. They scored high on EAT-26 Oral Control subscale but low to normal on Dieting and Bulimia and Food Preoccupation subscales. These results indicate that abnormal eating attitudes and body image occur in an important minority of undernourished elderly males, but the pattern of abnormalities differs from that seen in classical anorexia nervosa. This association deserves additional investigation, with special attention to the psychopathology producing high Oral Control responses and to females as well as males. In the meantime, clinicians need to consider anorexia-like attitudes when caring for malnourished seniors.